Abstract:
Preliminaries
The comprehensive understanding of the links between culture and social issues is of crucial importance to the sound development of policies that are adapted to the cultural environment, thus increasing their potential for effectiveness and efficiency. Bearing this in mind, this study aims at identifying such connections with the purpose of contributing to determining their nature and thus providing additional information allowing policymakers to adjust their policy approach in such a way that cultural elements represent a catalyst and not a barrier to socio-economic progress and structural reforms.
Moreover, from an EU perspective, coordinating Member States' social policies and, consequently, achieving an increased level of social integration plays a pivotal role and cannot be done without fully understanding how culture and the existent cultural differences influence the economic and social environment of the EU. Furthermore, this should be viewed as an intermediary objective for several EU objectives, including strengthening the monetary integration process, as increased social integration, especially regarding employment creation, capacity to maintain domestic social safety nets and social transfers at an EU level, is decisive for resolving Eurozone shortcomings (Grahl and Teague, 2013) .
Finally, national cultural characteristics are highly relevant for the development of processes and increasing integration in fields such as social entrepreneurship and entrepreneurial culture, taking into consideration the convergence theories presented by Albescu and Maniu (2015) and managerial challenges similar to those identified by Ib nescu, Racol a- Paina and Ionescu (2015) . This is especially pertinent since the EU enlargement has generated increased economic and social diversity (P un, 2013) .
In this context, the paper focuses on identifying potential causal relations between cultural national dimensions or values and social progress. However, some conceptual clarifications need to be laid out first, as the notion of causation is heterogenous enough to pose potential differences in perception. For the purpose of this research, I adhere to the Gerring (2005) , who proposes an understanding of the concept borrowed from Bayesian inference, postulating that a cause raises the probability of an event. However, all results must be interpreted with the full awareness of the fact that, besides cultural elements, social development is influenced by a wide variety of factors including the institutional and legal framework, the electoral system, wealth and wealth creation processes, policy spill-overs or European integration. Consequently, social progress is the outcome of numerous multidirectional interactions operating in a highly complex socioeconomic system, which makes the isolation the effects induced by one particular cause a laborious endeavor.
Furthermore, since the paper is studying the topic from the perspective of the European integration process, the investigation is focused on data pertaining to EU Member States in an attempt to isolate some of the institutional architecture and democracy linked elements that could act as lurking variables.
Measuring Culture -a Review of the Hofstede and Schwartz Models
A couple of decades of socio-anthropologic research about the cultural characteristics of peoples have led to the crystallization of a series of dominant theories that can have numerous applications in the fields of political science and economics. Out of these, this study relies on the theories and measurements of national cultural dimensions as resulting from the comprehensive works of Hofstede (2001 , 2011 ), Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov (2006 and Schwartz (1999 Schwartz ( , 2006 . The objective is to identify meaningful connections between national cultural dimensions or values and key aspects regarding social policies and their consequences.
Based on over 100,000 questionnaires applied to IBM employees from 50 countries, Hofstede's studies allow the analysis of cultural characteristics on a national level (Hofstede, 2001 (Hofstede, , 2011 Hofstede, Hofstede and Minkov, 2010) 
From Cultural Dimensions to Social Progress -in Search of a Connection
According to Porter (2013) , "social progress depends on the policy choices, investments, and implementation capabilities of multiple stakeholders -government, civil society, and business", actions that take place within the framework of governance structures characterized by juxtaposed loci of political autonomy and an ever-increasing network of actors (Ciceo, 2010) . In this context, the paper aims at determining whether cultural characteristics influence social conditions via the policy choice channel, thus providing with additional insight on understanding the complex mechanisms that drive social progress and, ultimately, contributing to the effort of designing, at an EU level, a more effective and efficient socio-economic integration process.
The 2016 version of the Social Progress Index published by Porter and Stern (2016) is a comprehensive evaluation of a multitude of social indicators divided in three pillars (basic human needs, foundations of wellbeing and opportunity) and provides not only with a highly relevant description of social conditions in 160 countries from all over the globe, but also with an extremely useful tool for international comparison across twelve dimensions: cultural dimensions defined and measured by Hofstede, as presented in Table 1 below   17 .
The assessment of correlation strength is to be made according to the prescription of Zady (2000) and Asuero, Sayago and Gonzalez (2006) , considering levels between 0.9 and 1 as corresponding to very high correlation, between 0.7 and 0.89 to high correlation and between 0.5 and 0.69 to moderate correlation. Similar levels are considered by Taylor (1990). Levels below 0.5 are not to be considered as relevant for our purpose.
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Croatia, Cyprus, Luxembourg and Malta are absent due to the lack of available data. As highlighted in Table 1, Regarding the other Hofstede's cultural dimensions, one can observe somewhat lower, but still above threshold, correlation levels between:
1. the power distance dimension (or the degree of acceptance by less powerful group members of the unequal distribution of power) and overall social progress (with notable levels regarding the opportunity pillar and shelter), the negative correlation indicating that small power distance -which, according to Hofstede (2011), means, among others, that the use of power is governed by legitimacy, that there is a low tolerance for corruption and that income is distributed rather even -could contribute to a higher level of social progress, with accents on the opportunity pillar and shelter;
2. the uncertainty avoidance dimension and access to information and communication and
shelter, signaling that a low level of uncertainty avoidance could be a factor in ensuring access and vice-versa, although this study has found no evidence that could indicate clear causation. Moreover, even in the presence of a connection, it is unclear whether the attitude towards uncertainty modulates social progress or it is the other way around and socially advanced societies tend to shape uncertainty avoidance mainly via its structural values which, according to Hofstede (2011) , include the tolerance of deviant persons and ideas (high when uncertainty avoidance is weak and low when uncertainty 114 avoidance is strong), which could be relevant for access to information and communication;
3. the individualism vs. collectivism dimension and the access to information and communication, shelter and advanced education. In this case, the exhibited positive association levels, indicating that individualistic societies are prone to being more socially advanced, are not only counterintuitive, but also lacking any type of evidence that would indicate causality, thus determining the classification of the observed correlation levels as irrelevant.
These results are consistent with the correlation results between social progress and the cultural elements as defined and measured by Schwartz (1999 Schwartz ( , 2006 , as detailed in Table 2 18 . Source: own calculations on data provided by Porter and Stern (2016) and Schwartz (1999 Schwartz ( , 2006 The analysis reveals that two cultural value classes could prove to be relevant in the quest for identifying factors that influence social progress, namely embeddedness and egalitarianism. Of course, their opposites, i.e. autonomy and hierarchy, seem to exhibit contrary effects.
On one hand, the observed negative association levels indicate that when societies are marked by a high degree of embeddedness, meaning focus placed on the maintenance of traditional order, the social environment seems to be less developed ( Even though most of these associations are in line with what we would expect from the structure of the value pillars and classes, the quantitative confirmation of this intuition allows for these results to be considered as valid inputs for policy making and policy implementation processes.
Social progress is without doubt influenced by social expenditure, so further investigation must be done to understand how this connection affects the nature of the relation between elements characterizing culture and social progress.
between culture and social expenditure. Since the isolation of the wealth variable is essential for obtaining reliable results, social expenditure/GDP per capita is to be used.
The observed association levels are described in Table 3 19 . expenditure (r= -0.87 and r=0.75 respectively). Also, strong positive association can be observed when it comes to autonomy, which is a natural occurrence given the strong negative correlation between social progress and embeddedness, autonomy's conceptual opposite.
The results must be interpreted in the context of the fact that total social expenditure/GDP per capita exhibits strong positive correlation levels with social progress (r=0.83), the foundations of wellbeing pillar (r=0.86), borderline strong with the opportunity pillar (r=0.79) and moderate to strong with the basic human needs pillar (r=0.66). Since it is obvious that social expenditure levels are not a determinant of cultural characteristics and recognizing the fact that culture embeds preferences that transpire into policy, these findings are indicative of the structure of the causal chain linking cultural dimensions and values to elements pertinent to social progress, i.e. from culture via expenditure levels to social progress and its pillars, especially those referring to foundations of wellbeing and opportunity. Such a dynamic supports the causal argument pointing out that certain cultural elements are relevant to social outcomes, thus constituting an important guideline for more effective and efficient culturally adapted social policy design and implementation.
Conclusion
Adopting a comprehensive view on social policy design and implementation that includes a cultural perspective is especially important in an EU environment that, as P un and Corp dean (2015) notice, is marked by a series of socio-political contradictions that run the risk of becoming structural. The resulting losses in political consensus could be restored by engaging in a serious debate that includes, among others, the cultural dimension of the EU project, an issue that has lately generated a lot of interest (Ciceo, 2016) .
In this context, the paper contributes to revealing the connections between cultural elements and social progress. The data analyzed shows that, within this complex environment, a series of cultural characteristics like indulgence, embeddedness and egalitarianism play, through their influence on social expenditure, a causal role in social development processes.
As a final remark, it must be understood that this paper should be interpreted as depicting an initial stage in a more complex research, its objective being that of providing with intermediary results that allow the channeling of subsequent stages in the right direction. In this line, the current findings are instrumental for further research aimed at identifying and understanding all the causal mechanisms that link culture with social outcomes, the end objective of such an endeavor being the application of this understanding in policymaking, more precisely enabling the design of more effective and efficient, culturally adapted social policies.
